Joel Coffey, buried in 1855 is the first dated burial in this location and 
this is the date used as the establishment of the cemetery. “ 

The following Bio was taken from the Clark County Pioneers History 
Book with permission from the Clark County Genealogical Society. 


Joel Coffey 

The Grandson of Chesley Coffey and Jane Cleaveland. Joel Coffey 
descended from ancestors that came to Virginia with Sir Walter Raleigh. 
One of the Coffey family was an officer of Andrew Jackson’s staff in the 
War of 1812, and they were related to Samuel Houston of Texas. Joel 
Coffey was born June 15, 1789, at Wilkesboro, Tennessee, the son of 
Chesley Coffey and Margaret Baldwin. Together with his sons Terrell 
and Alexander and daughters Amanda, Mary and Elizabeth, he crossed 
the Oregon Trail to Clark County in 1852. He died at Vancouver, 
Washington on December 10, 1855, just a little over a year after 
receiving his Donation land Claim of 159.70 acres at Fern Prairie. His 
claim was bordered by those of his son Terrell, his son-in-laws, owned 
most of the land that the present city of Camas is situated upon, with 
their boundaries extending to Prune Hill. 

Sarah “Sally” Mackey and Joel Coffey were married April 19, 1818, in 
Maurey County Tennessee. She was born in 1795 in Rutherford County, 
North Carolina, the daughter of Lewis Mackey and Elizabeth Ashbrook. 
In 1851 Sally passed away at the age of fifty-six in Boonsville, Missouri, 
where they had lived for twenty years. After her death the family decided 
to seek the opportunities in the west and they joined a wagon train bound 
for the Oregon Country. 

The Coffey’s were a Catholic family and helped to build the little 
Church at Fallen Leaf Lake, near Camas. 
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The Jewel of Fern Prairie Cemetery is the 
well known Dr. Louisa Van Vleet Spicer 
Wright. She is said to be the first Female MD 
in the Washington Territory. The following 
has been taken from the Clark County 
Genealogical Society’s book “Clark County 
Pioneers” (one change from the original 
article is the spelling Van Vleet where the 
book has it spelled Van Fleet as well the 
addition of MD ) 


Born on her parents “Oak Grove Farm” at 
Fern Prairie on October 30, 1862, Sophia 
Louisa Van Vleet was the first woman doctor 
in Washington Territory. Louisa was a brilliant 
girl and was very ambitious, but in those days 
it was difficult for a woman to become anything other than a school 
teacher. She became a teacher and taught at Grass Valley for the sum 
of $25 per month. She loved nursing and decided to attend the University 
of Oregon Medical School, transferring to Ann Arbor Michigan Medical 
School where she received her degree as Doctor of Medicine at the age 
of twenty-three in 1885. 

Her first year of practice was in Missoula, Montana. She then returned 
to the Camas area of Clark County where she practiced until her 
retirement in 1912. For several years she was the City Health Officer at 
Camas and served for twelve years on the school board. 

She was married on August 4 1888, to William Cecil Spicer, a 
pharmacist in Camas. They had four children, but the marriage ended in 
divorce. On June 18, 1901, she married James W. Wright, a widower 
with five children. He was born ca. 1863 in lowa, the son of Stephen 
Wright and Emily Duncan. James owned a livery stable in Camas. The 
children by her former marriage didn’t get along well with their step-father 
and left home as soon as they could. The boys changed their name to 
Van Vleet, and her daughter was married. Her son Lewis went to live 
with his grandparents. 

Louisa was much loved by the Indians, whom she treated for their 
various ills. She met with a sudden and tragic end when kicked by a 
horse. On May 30, 1913, Louisa was helping her husband hitch up a 
horse to go to the train for her sister, whom they were taking to the 
cemetery with them to decorate the graves of her parents and a sister 
who had died a few months earlier. A white apron that she was wearing 
frightened the horse and it kicked her in the chin, instantly breaking her 
neck. Friends and mourners came from miles around to attend her 
funeral. Some of the Indians attending had traveled for two days by 
canoe in honor of their friend. She was buried in the family plot at the 
Fern Prairie Cemetery. 
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